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Abstract
Cultural centers are traditionally known as a haven for entering students that fosters 
learning about individuals and their culture. However, many feel that the cultural centers do 
not fulfill their traditional roles as learning environments. Some feel that cultural centers 
are exclusionary while others feel that they are important within the university. The 
purpose of this study is twofold. The first is examining the problems students have when 
they enter the university. The second will analyze how the cultural centers address the 
concerns of these students. An ethnographic methodology was used, composed of 
interviews with administrators who are directly involved with the cultural centers, as well 
as students, undergraduate and graduate, who attend the university. Historical materials 
were gathered to explore the context and time periods of the struggles for cultural centers 
as well as initial goals for these centers. At the end of this study, this data is assessed to 
determine if the cultural centers have adhered to their mission statement. The final result is 
to understand what possible solutions can be found to ease the transition for students into 
the university.
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Introduction
“This is the essence of discrimination: formulating opinions about others not based 
on their individual merits, but rather on their membership in a group with assumed 
characteristics.”
-Joe Miller, Philadelphia
There are numerous difficulties minorities face in an American environment that 
institutionally promotes discrimination. The college atmosphere is no different in these 
regards. Students all come into the campus setting with established ideas and beliefs gained 
through personal experiences, parental influences, and early upbringing. However when an 
adolescent immerses himself or herself into a large campus for the first time, many new 
situations are encountered that hinder the growth of a student and the development of an 
identity within the campus spectrum. This student identity needs a bridge to help stabilize 
the changes adolescents experience when coming to campus for the first time. This bridge 
is found on the University of Illinois campus in a variety of ways, but a large one for 
minorities is found in the cultural centers. These cultural centers have made it their goal to 
reach out to minorities to make a safe haven for them within the university and to also 
educate others on the importance of minority issues on campus and throughout the 
community. However, several questions remain. What are the problems that minorities face 
upon entering the university, and how have cultural centers acted as a bridge for these 
students? How effective are cultural centers in bridging this gap? To understand this, I 
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needed to go directly to students themselves to understand their development within the 
campus community, and then ask whether cultural centers are doing an effective job by 
following the goals in their mission statements.
Literature Review
Minority students become keenly aware of racial tension on campus while coupling 
these issues with traditional student dilemmas. Therefore, minorities need forms of 
additional social support in an atmosphere that harbors institutional racism such as a 
university. The literature review follows authors who identified causes for racial tension, 
authors who speak about how racial tension affects students, and finally the sources that 
comment on how students interact with cultural centers.
For my research I needed to look at articles that dealt specifically with first 
identifying racial tension in academia. These are elaborated upon in The Racial Crisis in 
American Higher Education edited by Philip G. Altbach and Kofi Lomotey. It holds 
several different scholarly articles which discuss racial issues present in higher institutions 
of learning.  The first article that I found within the book was “The Racial Dilemma in 
American Higher Education” by Philip G. Altbach. Altbach claims that the racial problems 
in higher education can be attributed to historical events such as Reaganism in America. 
Another article in the book, entitled “Racism and the Model Minority: Asian-Americans in 
Higher Education” written by Sucheng Chan and Ling-Chi Wang, gives historical research 
data on the evolution of Asian American Studies Programs in California. These accounts 
speak large volumes about institutional racism in higher education and how this 
institutional racism effects students, specifically Asian American students. Joy Ann 
Williamson’s Black Power on Campus: The University of Illinois 1965-1975 outlines the 
Files 5
history of racial tension at this institution and argues that this past racial tension is the 
source of institutional racism at our campus today. A movie entitled Racism 101 aired on 
Nightline in 1989. This movie outlined major conflicts on campuses and concluded that the 
gap between majority and minority relations is widening because of self-segregation. This 
movie was also complemented by an article that focused a study around this particular film. 
“Discursive Constructions of Racial Boundaries and Self-Segregation on Campus” by 
Richard Buttny found students engaging in discussions about the movie in specifically 
structured groups defined by race. White privilege and self-victimization jargon littered the 
responses given by White students, while African Americans continually blamed Whites 
for problems or spoke of the importance of not losing one’s culture against the backdrop of 
a White university. To understand the racial conflict between Asian Americans and African 
Americans, I read collection of articles from the Socio-Cultural Conflict Between African 
American and Korean American edited by Molefi Kete Asante and Eungjun Min. Two 
articles were helpful in understanding some of these conflicts. “Koreans and Blacks in 
America: A Brief Pre-Riot History to the 1992 Los Angeles Riot” by Jane Towmey gives 
detailed historical analysis on how both groups historical backgrounds contribute to the 
racial tension between each group. “Conflict Across Ethnic Borders: An Investigation of 
the Mutual Stereotypes Held By Koreans and African Americans” by Eunkyong Yook, 
Rosita D. Albert, and In-ah Ha claims that stereotyping amongst Korean and African 
Americans is prevalent throughout each culture and that this stereotyping leads to 
misunderstandings between the groups.
A main component to the project was to understand the specific problems students 
face when coming into a university setting. To achieve this I used Richard Light’s book 
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Making the Most of College. This book uses qualitative methods to discover the common 
experiences and situations all students go through when entering into college for the first 
time. He claims that while students come from many different backgrounds, they face 
many of the same problems when entering into the university. There are some problems 
that are unique to minorities that White students do not face. To understand some of the 
issues Asian Americans face I used an article written by Shirley Hune entitled “Asian 
American Women in Higher Education: Claiming Visibility and Voice”. Hune analyzed 
many of the problems Asian Americans face on a student and administrative level. Another 
book that addresses Asian American issues in education is Stacy Lee’s Unraveling the 
“Model Minority” Stereotype: Listening to Asian American Youth. Lee follows an 
ethnographic methodology to explore the effects of Asian American identity in high school 
students and explains how their identity affects their academic life. Blacks on White 
Campuses edited by Julia C. Elam is a published version of a series of lectures given in 
Washington D.C. about the large numbers of African Americans moving into the ivory 
tower. It claims that African Americans face unique problems on a White campus as 
opposed to African Americans in historically Black colleges and universities. A main 
source for understanding some of the more current issues was the book Race in the College 
Classroom: Pedagogy and Politics edited by Bonnie Tusmith and Maureen T. Reddy. 
Several articles within the text were significant to this study. One of these articles 
“Whiteness on a White Canvas: Teaching Race in a Predominantly White University” The 
author, Dr. Karyn McKinney, defined a distinct cultural divide between majority and 
minority students within the classroom.
The cultural centers have been a traditional form of support and education on 
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campus. The history of the AACC was found in articles provided by the Daily Illini. 
Coupled with that information, I have the 42 page proposal submitted by the Asian Pacific 
American Coalition to the General Policy Committee in 1994. This document has the 
Executive Summary which demands for the formation of the AACC and the implications it 
would have for the university. Joy Ann Williamson’s Black Power on Campus: The 
University of Illinois 1965-1975, which was elaborated upon earlier, has a detailed section 
on the founding of the AACP. The two cultural centers’ websites can be found at the Office 
of the Dean of Students main page. These websites can be found at the following 
addresses: http://www.odos.uiuc.edu/aacc/ and http://www.odos.uiuc.edu/aacp/. Each 
website provides the cenrer’s mission statements, and describes the numerous programs 
that it sponsors. This research is not the first of its kind, and Teresa Ramos’ inquiry 
webpage at the address http://inquiry.uiuc.edu/bin/update_unit.cgi?
command=select&xmlfile=u13947.xml has been a constant source. Her comparative study 
between the AACP and La Casa claims that the cultural houses are important to the campus 
community.
To tie student identity, cultural centers, and my own observations together I used a 
personal journal. This journal offers insight into my thought processes at key moments 
after interviews or during conversations with friends and has allowed me to evaluate my 
own reasoning and through retrospection analyze whether my assumptions were correct.
Methodology
Overview of the Research Process
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This research project is not the first of its kind. It builds on the previous findings of 
Teresa Ramos and her fellow classmates from a course entitled Educational Organization 
and Leadership 572: The College Student. In this project, the students focused on “the 
importance and function of cultural houses at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign” (qtd. in Ramos, 2004). The cultural houses used in this study were the African 
American Cultural Program and La Casa Cultural Latina. While Ramos was more 
concerned with majority attitudes towards the cultural houses, my aims will build on her 
research data in two ways. The first is by adding the Asian American Cultural Center to the 
dialogue on cultural houses. Secondly, this project will expand the research question to 
examine how ethnic and racial identity plays a role in the daily lives of students, and how 
this very identity shapes the mission of cultural centers as a whole.
This project uses an ethnographic research methodology. The main method of 
gathering information was through interviews. Throughout the summer of 2006, I 
interviewed six people. Two individuals were senior staff members of the AACC and the 
AACP, while the other four were students who attend or have attended the university. Half 
of the students I knew prior to the interview, while the others I met through random means 
such as through classes or speaking to neighbors. The interviews were conducted at various 
dates, times and locations. I used a small disk recorder and took written notes in all cases, 
which were transcribed at a later date. Because racial or ethnic background was crucial to 
the study, I specifically structured interviews along these lines. One student was of Asian 
ancestry, two of African American descent, and the last two student was White. I also tried 
to balance the interviews with both male and female viewpoints, but due to time this could 
not be arranged. Pseudonyms have been substituted for each name to conceal identities on 
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controversial topics. Kamala referred to herself as Asian, BJ and Tamika defined 
themselves as African American, and Cindy identified herself as White American. I 
followed a semi-structured interview template. One of the questionnaires was designed for 
all students. Other questionnaire templates were specifically rendered for each staff 
member of their respective cultural center.
I took the various narratives of the students and looked for specific themes in each 
of their answers. These narratives were grouped into two categories, one being student 
identity and the other being cultural centers. For student identity I looked for the 
identification of student obstacles and also looked for the understanding of racial tension. 
For the cultural centers, I looked at the number of times each student had been to the 
cultural centers, the narratives around campus surrounding cultural centers, and 
interviewees’ opinions about them. Because I was not able to interview as many students as 
I had hoped, I also compared student answers to the student statements from various 
sources. These sources only give a perspective about racial tensions, so data gathered about 
the effectiveness of cultural centers must come from the interviews. Coupled with the 
student interviews, the senior staff interviews give a different perspective on the 
effectiveness of cultural houses while also providing insight into the procedures the centers 
enact to fulfill their mission statements. By comparing the senior staff answers to the 
mission statements I was able to see consistencies and inconsistencies in the goals of each 
center.
Impact of My Identity on the Research
In similar fashion to Stacey Lee in her ethnographic research, I believe all research 
is partial and biased (Lee, 1996). I assumed my racial and ethnic identity would influence 
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the relationships formed with interviewees and therefore I defined some of the data 
gathered. I am a heterosexual middle-class African American male from a small suburb 
outside of Chicago. At the time of the study, I was 20 years of age finishing the last year of 
my undergraduate experience. My background may have influenced some of the reactions 
and responses some gave to my questions. However, hopefully the environment and nature 
of the questions made the atmosphere a little less uncomfortable for those who did not 
know me. Hiding attitudes and beliefs are to be expected in any interview. However, 
people automatically make assumptions about my particular beliefs because of my gender 
or the color of my skin (Lee, 1996). Understanding the dynamics of how race, ethnicity, 
gender, economic background, and sexuality are all related is extremely important in any 
ethnographic research, and I have done the absolute best to relate multiple viewpoints.
A Note on Identity Labels
Throughout this article, I will use specific terms to refer to each ethnic and/or racial 
group. For individuals of European ancestry and descent that now reside in America I will 
use the term White. The reason for using this term rather than Caucasian is because using 
this term and Asian can seem rather redundant. For groups of Asian descent or Pacific 
Islander descent, I will be using the umbrella term Asian American. The reason for this lies 
in the rejection of the term “Oriental” in the late 1960’s (Hune, p.14). In a similar fashion, 
the term African American will be used within the project. The reason again lies in the 
history of group identity from the late 1960’s and the rejection of the term Negro 
(Williamson, p. 35). Both the problems of umbrella terms and political categorization will 
be elaborated upon.
Student Identity
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Journal entry: 6/1 Starting the Journal
“Today I have decided to start a journal on this project. I decided I should start one to 
help with the ethnographic experience. I was thinking today about my project. I have all  
these sources on the African American experience and the AACP but very little on the 
Asian American experience. In a way, I feel like it’s a reflection of my entire project. I have 
limitless sources on being black in America, including myself. Honestly, I have no Asian 
friends on this campus, and the Asian experience is extremely foreign to me. As I delve 
deeper into these readings, I look deeper into my own heart and see the underlying 
prejudices within it. After several conversations on the retreat, I see that as a black male I 
am not the only one to have felt these prejudices. Why are they there? Why are blacks 
pitted against Asians? Maybe after this project, I’ll have a better understanding of just why 
some of the underlying racism on this university has seeped into the very hearts of those 
fighting against it.”
My first journal entry came at a frustrating time. I had acquired so many different 
sources on the African American experience on campus and a limitless amount of 
information on the African American Cultural Program. However, I could not find any 
sources that described the Asian American experience. At that time I used that analysis of 
lack of sources on Asian Americans to infer that the campus community largely deems 
Asian American issues unimportant. Whether that inference was a correct assumption or 
not, it was the first time the ethnography truly became my own project. Were Asian 
Americans experiences on campus that different from mine? I took this question and 
reframed it to understanding how ethnic or cultural background effects the development of 
student identity in the university setting. Before I could analyze the effectiveness of the 
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cultural centers on campus, I had to determine the similarities and differences between 
students.
Problems for Students: Majority and Minority
When coming into a new environment, a person will undoubtedly have obstacles 
and challenges. This is particularly evident in the life of a first year student. A large 
problem students have when transitioning from high school to college seems to be 
managing time. Balancing extracurricular activities, classes, and time allotted for friends is 
a major struggle for incoming students (Light, 2001). This experience was echoed by 
Kamala, one of my interviewees. She stated that academics and joining activities were a 
challenge for her early on. Kamala stressed the importance of immersing oneself in campus 
culture. However, this can be hard with the barrage of schoolwork that most first year 
students have to learn to balance.
A large part of the first year experience for students is living arrangements. Three 
of the four students mentioned roommates in their interview. Kamala comments, “[A 
challenge was] living with a roommate. That was definitely a change from having my own 
room at my parents house and having a lot of my own freedoms and now I had to come 
here and be able to coexist with another person and tolerate her quirks and not have a 
reactive situation.” Tolerance can be hard when people share different habits, attitudes, and 
opinions, but part of coexisting with a person comes from understanding where they come 
from. These interactions will help shape the experiences of interacting with people from 
different backgrounds for the rest of a student’s college experience (Light, 2001). In 
Cindy’s roommate situation from her first year, she spoke about racial tension that 
manifested after only a couple days of sharing the room. She stated, “Well my roommate 
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was Black, and that didn’t present itself as a problem until I found out she was racist 
against White people.” She elaborated further with a personal narrative concerning her 
freshman roommate. There was an incident between other girls on the dorm floor, one 
African American and the other White. Cindy stressed how her African American 
roommate banded to the side of the other dorm girl who was African American when she 
was clearly in the wrong according to Cindy’s judgment. Cindy argued with her roommate 
about the incident and apparently this became the final rift between them. The narrative 
suggests that Cindy’s first experience with racial tension came in the form of her 
roommate. The ongoing conflicts ranged from the minute to major, but Cindy defined even 
the minor situations that are typical when moving in as a cultural difference of opinion. 
Cindy’s next roommate, who was Vietnamese, was largely viewed as a good alternative to 
the previous roommate. She was polite and well-mannered according to Cindy; a direct 
contrast from the previous roommate. This narrative shows that while there are many issues 
students face when entering the university such as classes, social opportunities, and living 
situations, racial dilemmas are manifested in the daily actions students undergo within the 
campus community. Such intimate interactions between people make the impressions taken 
from these events deeply personal. For Cindy, these stereotypes of the rowdy African 
American roommate and the perfect Asian American roommate became very real to her 
psyche. Racial dilemmas therefore, become a large problem minority students must face in 
their daily activities outside of the scope of university politics. While there are many 
commonalities minorities share in their student experience, each cultural group faces its 
own unique challenges within the ivory tower.
Racial Conflict
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Cindy’s narrative reflects the sentiment of many White students on campus. Race 
does not become visible until someone or some situation makes it visible. I will do two 
things in this section: reflect on how White privilege draws a distinct barrier between 
minorities and the majority, and discuss how this barrier plays into the role of self-
segregation on campus.
Journal entry: 6/13 Cindy's Interview
I just got back from seeing Cindy at the place where she babysits. Her interview might 
possibly end up being the best interview. It is by far the longest interview I will probably 
have and very much not following the transcript. The most rewarding aspect was her 
remarks on identity and her viewpoints of diversity dialogue. I was a little shocked to hear 
she disagrees with the separating of things by race but she is a proponent of affirmative 
action. I was also shocked to hear her repeated use of Asian Americans in her interview a 
supposed to the traditional Black and White dynamic. In a weird way, I came out feeling 
"wow, here's a white person that gets it." Is that a wrong assumption? I think the reality is  
that blacks don't give a lot of people credit. Sometimes we get so caught in a position of  
looking at the bad things that we fail to note some of the progress. Don't get me wrong, 
there is still a long way to go but people are making strides. We get so paranoid with 
racial matters that we forget people as individuals. Cindy as an individual was a great 
person to talk to who happened to be white. It will be interesting to see how this contrasts 
with some of my other interviews.
When I wrote this at the time, I was reflecting on the overall impression I had of 
Cindy’s arguments. She supported numerous minority programs and minority efforts even 
though she was coming from a majority standpoint. She repeatedly echoed sentiment about 
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diversity and how important it is to the campus atmosphere. However, when I went back to 
listen to the very same interview I had heard earlier, I picked out subtleties that left me 
questioning my initial reactions. True, Cindy did make some excellent points, but she also 
made some interesting assumptions that I had not caught before. This is the single greatest 
problem with majority and minority relations. The majority is oblivious to certain aspects 
of being a minority in America, and only is aware of the position of privilege until it is 
made known by the minority. A student in a race and ethnicity course made this point 
abundantly clear when referring to an analogy of a bird, saying that being White is 
analogous to freedom in America. A bird “probably never even thinks about his freedom in 
flight, he just flies” (qtd. In Tusmith, p. 126).
This freedom that the student refers to is has been traditionally labeled as “White 
privilege.”
For many White students like Cindy, college is the first place they encounter 
different racial groups (Tusmith, p. 127). Her racial experience with her roommate made 
her largely aware of her ethnic background where she normally would have not. Cindy 
reflects this in a personal narrative. She states, “I am from a very small town and like, even 
when I moved around, race was never an issue because it wasn’t present. It wasn’t that 
there was a group of Black kids that hung out together; there were no Black kids, except 
(anonymous people) who were adopted by White parents.” Race is never an issue for most 
White students coming into the campus community because they have little to no 
background with other minorities. Because of this background, many Whites do not 
understand the role that their racial identity imposes on themselves and on others (Tusmith, 
p.128). The invisibility of their own culture is a direct contrast to the visibility of being a 
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minority on campus. Each minority student and minority administrator identified race as 
influential in their interviews. The collegiate White student is oblivious to this fact until 
confronted with an incident, such as Cindy and her roommate.
Racism is viewed largely by Whites as an individual occurrence rather than 
recognizing its implications in societal structure. Institutional racism is not commonly seen 
by most Whites. Rather, racism is explicit bigotry directed at a certain cultural group 
(Tusmith, p. 129). Because of this viewpoint, Whites largely view these accusations of 
racism as unfounded and a nuisance that distracts from other issues on campus (Altbach, p. 
4). Many see themselves as “colorblind,” which means acknowledging people without 
acknowledging racial difference (Tusmith, p. 129). Cindy directly relayed this sentiment in 
her narrative about her African American friend when she was younger. When Cindy was 
little, she used to play with an African American that was very dark. When her parents told 
her about this years later, she said she could not remember that he was African American. 
She determined from this narrative by her parents that she did not see his race, but only that 
he was a friend. This narrative is a common one by White students. They often see race as 
overblown and over-analyzed, and are as one Michigan student said “sick of hearing about 
racism (Racism 101, 1988).” A Pennsylvania State University student relayed this 
sentiment. He stated that some minority groups “bitch and complain more than they do 
anything else about their problems” and that some minority groups have “succeeded by just 
putting forth some effort.” (qtd. In Tusmith, p. 131).
This student carefully omits group names, but you can clearly see the establishment of a 
vilifying of African American as complainers while Asian Americans are falling into the 
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line of the “model minority” myth, which will be elaborated upon later. This clear example 
of the misunderstanding of the term racism sorely needs to be addressed.
The lack of understanding about racism has led many Whites to coin the term 
“reverse racism.” Some White students believe that they are the true victims of 
discrimination because of the recruiting practices at the university. They believe that the 
system should be a reward based system, a meritocracy that only takes into account grades 
and standardized test scores (Tusmith, p. 132).  A White female student at Penn State 
recalls an experience with a Chinese American high school classmate who received 
admittance to a school where she did not. She stated that she had better grades and SAT 
scores than the other classmate, but still did not receive entry. She began to have the feeling 
that “being a White female, I was at a severe disadvantage” (qtd. in Tusmith, p. 132). 
Because of the position of White privilege, the majority has the opportunity to make 
themselves the victim directly because of their majority status (Tusmith, p. 132).
This student’s feeling of inadequacy is reflective of the ignorance Whites have about racial 
dilemmas.
To many, affirmative action is the very embodiment of the term “reverse racism.” 
As seen in the case with the Penn State student and the Chinese American student that went 
to another institution, many still believe that affirmative action uses a quota system. Quota 
systems were disbanded in the Supreme Court case Bakke vs. Regents of the University of 
California in 1978. Affirmative action was deemed reasonable if race was taken into 
account as a criterion for admission but not the factor which qualifies one for admission 
(Lexis-Nexis). Affirmative action, therefore, is nothing but a widening of the range of 
criteria administrators use to admit potential students. Grade point average and 
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standardized test scores are excellent starting points for evaluation, but social environment, 
racial background, and gender are other criteria that could be looked at as well. Because 
race is one of these criteria, White students feel threatened from their place in academia 
(Racism 101). Affirmative action polarizes minorities and Whites. Asian American 
admissions policies are skewed in political rhetoric. African Americans are painted as the 
beneficiaries of admission and Asian American students are categorized as victims (Takagi, 
p. 109). With this polarization of African Americans on one side and Whites on the other, 
Asian Americans become lost within the scope of the Black/White dichotomy. This distinct 
separation of viewpoints directly mirrors the social stratification of groups on campus. An 
example of this can be seen in social functions such as basketball games where games will 
run simultaneously with “one with Whites only, one with African Americans only, and one 
with Asians only” (Buttny, p. 247). 
This social stratification by race has been termed by many as self-segregation. Self-
segregation is the view that although institutions have much more diversity on campus, an 
environment of separateness still exists in the social order (Buttny, p. 248, Racism 101). 
Students largely identify this order and agree that separateness exists, but many disagree on 
whether the separateness is erroneous or if the separateness is justified. Some White 
students from Dartmouth said that “race should have no bearing” on campus (Racism 101). 
These students believed that  racial and ethnic background was not as important as an 
overall community. Similarly, Kamala continually stressed the importance of community. 
She stated, “A lot of people on campus…need to have their opinions well defined. People 
don’t think for themselves very well. They just kind of go by what there parents have said 
or their friends. You can’t really think for yourself until you’ve seen all the perspectives on 
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the issue.” Kamala continued on to stress how people need to integrate themselves into the 
campus community. She defined minority as a term that could promote separation if you 
allow it to. She commented that diversity was an important value, and inclusive practices 
need to take place on campus. “Personally, I think we’re all people. [There are] too many 
labels.” Kamala was completely opposed to the self-segregationist mentality and was very 
much interested in having people come together. In contrast, some students accept that 
differences will keep people separate. A White student commented that African Americans 
and Whites have different cultural values and that is what keeps them separate (Racism 
101). Another African American student agreed with this assumption as well, stating, “…I 
don’t think that it has a lot to do with race, I think it just has to do with the whole different 
mentality that we have like I’m here [but] I don’t really have much in common with the 
White people here…”(Buttny, p. 252). The acceptance of separateness is not cited as 
something alarming, but in fact just a matter of preference. Whatever one believes about 
the separateness, I believe Nameka Bates, assistant director of the African American 
Cultural Program, made an interesting point about the term self-segregation. She 
commented, “I argue that there is no such thing as self-segregation. I think that segregation 
is something that is mandated, it is lawfully regulated in the historical sense. I think that a 
person can separate themselves, but I don’t believe a person can segregate themselves,” 
She continued, “With that separation idea in mind, I don’t think as a 6% part of a 
population, you can’t segregate yourself in any form. I think that because you have to sit in 
a classroom that is predominately White and because you have to live in quarters with 
people who are predominately White you cannot theoretically separately yourself 
completely to where you’re totally engulfed in Black culture.”
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For Nameka Bates, the term self-segregation is extremely flawed. It is used often to attack 
minorities separating themselves from the community. In an environment that is 
completely White, one cannot completely avoid social interaction with them. In fact, the 
only people who have the opportunity to truly separate themselves on campus are Whites. 
The belief that cultures are separating themselves continually widens the gap of 
misunderstanding among groups. Racial tension is therefore not heightened by self-
segregation, but instead by the mentality that these barriers exist. By analyzing the specific 
issues each minority group faces here on campus, we can come to a clearer understanding 
of the problem of understanding one another.
Problems for Minority Students: Asian Americans
Asian Americans have different challenges than other minority groups in higher 
education. I will narrow these down into three categories: The model minority myth, the 
Black/ White paradigm, and the heterogeneity of the group.
The “model minority” myth is continually harbored within the structure of the 
university, effectively becoming the most common form of racism for Asian Americans. 
This stereotype assumes that all Asian Americans have overcome racism through hard 
work and perseverance (Hune, 1998). To understand this logic, we must look at the 
historical evolution of the term. In the 1960’s, articles began to appear in various news 
sources such as the U.S. News and World Report speaking on the success of the Chinese 
American transition into America. They were categorized as a good minority who knew 
their place in the system and who never challenged the status quo (Lee, 1996). During the 
1980’s the focus shifted to include Japanese and other Southeast Asians into the myth 
rhetoric. This period was marked by increased fascination with how well Asians were 
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doing in school and the reactionary resentment White students had toward them. There was 
an increased fear the White students did not stand a chance against the influx of Asian 
Americans into higher education, and this increased forms of animosity (Takagi, 1992). 
This standpoint clearly carries into the 90’s and 2000’s when the Neo-Conservative 
movement used Asian Americans as an example of family values and educational prowess 
(Lee, p. 13). This myth, reduces Asian Americans to a faceless group that has no problems. 
This rhetoric excludes Asian American voices and at the same time promotes division 
between races. Students are affected by the myth in countless ways. For example, Dr. 
David Chih, Director of the Asian American Cultural Center, believes that the myth is used 
on campus to downplay the needs of students. He states, “People don’t realize that it is only 
certain groups who are coming to the university and excelling while other Asian Americans 
don’t have the chance to come to this university. They think all Asians are doing well and 
don’t need services” (qtd. in Kim, 2000). In our interview, he echoed the same sentiment. 
He said students come to him almost everyday speaking of some form of discrimination. 
Dr. Chih and these authors show that the model minority myth is still prevalent on campus, 
and its institutional history lays a heavy burden on the shoulders of students.
The Black/White paradigm is used to narrow racial dialogue to only issues between 
White Americans and African Americans. However, other ethnic groups such as Latinos 
and Asian Americans are struggling for their voices to be heard. A quote by S.B. Woo, 
author of “America’s Second Class Citizens,” states, “Asian Americans feel like orphans. 
The majority says ‘You are not us.’ Minorities say ‘You are not us.’ Our interests are 
ignored whenever convenient” (qtd. In Hune, p. 12). This sentiment is echoed throughout 
the Asian American community on campus. The Black/White paradigm defines race only
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by these two cultures. Because of the “achievements” by Asian Americans, some scholars 
believe they will assimilate onto the White side of this theoretical framework. A clear 
example of this sentiment was echoed in a meeting held in Wisconsin. Before my 
ethnographic research began, I attended a seminar which contained statistics on the 
numbers of minorities in specific departments on campus. Slides revealed that Asian 
Americans held a large percentage of positions in engineering and the sciences. Many of 
the African American and Latino students were upset. One student made a comment that 
Asian Americans were not really a minority, so they had no place within the discussion. 
Another student downplayed the Asian American struggle by saying they had had an easier 
transition than other races. These categorizations of Asian Americans not fitting into the 
minority mold are echoed within our institution. It is for these reasons that when many 
campuses explore programs about ethnic and racial diversity, many programs are structured 
specifically for African Americans while ignoring the needs of Latinos and Asian 
Americans in areas such as curriculum, faculty recruitment, and administrative needs 
(Hune, 1998). This attitude was reflected in a conversation I had with a friend of mine.
Journal entry: 7/4 AIM with Kathy
A couple days ago my friend and I sat and discussed some racial issues via AIM (AOL 
Instant Messenger). The entire conversation started off when Kathy started to talk about 
her Indian friend who was dating a White male and that the Indian parents did not like it  
and how it reminded her of her own situations as an Asian American. The rest of the 
transcript goes directly into Tiffany’s family culture and Asian culture.
While elaborating on the issues Kathy’s friend was dealing with, she relayed her 
own personal struggles with race. At one point, we spoke about identification by race. As a 
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mixed Korean and Czech American, Kathy told me she felt isolated within campus culture. 
She dealt with many obstacles when coming to campus, and did not feel she had a 
community to embrace her. Whether this analysis on her own part was due to her being of 
mixed descent or her representation as Asian American, this clearly shows that the defining 
of race by the Black/White dichotomy is inherently flawed. One question that Kathy’s 
narrative conveys is whether our traditional structures of classifying race are valid. As 
racial identity become more fluid, the rigidity of racial and ethnic structures such as 
cultural centers can come into question. For a student of mixed descent, the challenges of 
not being a part of the majority still hold, but with a different dynamic; the student also 
does not fit into the rigid structure of traditional labels such as African American or Asian 
American. The university and other university structures must analyze the effect of racial 
and ethnic labels and determine whether these methods are of value.
The last issue that the university and society as a whole does not understand about 
Asian Americans is the vast heterogeneity of the group. Asian Americans are composed of 
roughly 25 to 30 different ethnicities and cultures. The grouping together of Asian 
Americans by this umbrella term is inherently flawed. However, I use it in this study for 
two reasons. First I want to present the history of the term, and next I will examine the 
implications of this term for student identity.
The term Asian American arose as a self-definition during the Civil Rights 
movement of the late 1960’s. College students mostly from universities in California of 
Japanese, Chinese, Koreans, and Filipinos ancestry were discouraged by the discrimination 
on their campus and in their community. The term Asian American arose from these 
students who desired a pan-Asian cultural identity and the rejection of the term Oriental 
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that was imposed by White Americans. With the further immigration legislation in 1965 
and the arrival of many different types of Asian cultures into the United States, the label 
Asian American has encompassed many different ethnicities to further a political agenda 
(Hune, p. 14). As shown, the label Asian American was an extremely useful political tool 
in the 1960’s to further first generation and second generation rights during the Civil Rights 
movement. However, the problem with any sort of group is the assumption of a solid group 
of alike individuals. This is certainly not the case. As Dr. Chih states, Asian Americans 
comes from many different countries, cultures, and origins. Many families do not identity 
with the label Asian, let alone Asian American. Many identify with their national origin, 
such as Korean or Asian Indian. The homogenizing of groups is ludicrous to some cultures. 
Kamala, for example, spoke about the division within the Asian Indian community. Her 
family emigrated from a specific section of India that is smaller than the native home of 
most Asian Indians on this campus. She said that this causes some Indians to look at her as 
different and separate themselves from her because of her origin. We can see further 
dimensions of this dynamic in the following dialogue among high school students reported 
by Lee:
Brian Sung: For some reason Koreans don’t mix [with other Asian Americans]. I don’t  
know, maybe it’s us…
Jane Lee: I don’t think that we dislike each other; it’s just that we are different people, so 
we really don’t relate to each other
Lisa Kim: We think of ourselves as being more superior. (Group laughs and nods in 
agreement.)
Interviewer: So, Koreans don’t hang out with other Asians?
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Peter Choe: No…well, some o, but not as a group.
Interviewer: Do you think there are any similarities between Asians and Koreans?
Sophie Lee: I don’t find any similarities…they [other Asians] seem so different to me (qtd. 
in Lee p. 18-19).
This example from an interview with high school students shows how some Asian 
American adolescents feel about their identity within the larger umbrella term. There are 
underlying tensions which contribute to this mentality, such as economic background, 
generational gaps, and racial dynamics of the area at large (Lee, 1998). Regardless of 
which factor contributes to these ideas, the message is clear. Asian Americans lack the 
solidarity the university believes, and this myth affects the different politics on campus.
The pretense of Asian American homogeneity affects university policy in a number 
of ways. The Executive Summary of the 1994 Proposal for an Asian American Cultural 
Center states that it was the consensus of the Asian American population  that the 
university is not providing a curriculum and support services that serve the needs for the 
community on campus (See Appendix I). The university enrolls about 10-12% of the 
student body on campus. Because they are considered overrepresented on campus, the 
university does not consider Asian Americans a minority. This lack of minority status 
affects programming funds, scholarships, and other forms of financial aid for students 
coming to campus (APAC, 1994). This sentiment was reflected in my interview with Dr. 
Chih. He spoke how this misrepresentation directly affects university admission policies. 
He stated that the university only currently looks at the Asian Americans as a homogenous 
group. The bulk of Asian American enrollment comes from Chinese Americans from 
northern Chicago.  The university is satisfied in bringing in a majority of students from this 
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culture because it files into their Asian American category. The northern side of Chicago 
has well-funded schools and people from higher class backgrounds. Dr. Chih stressed for 
the need for admission policies to disaggregate Asians by their culture and to pay special 
attention to southeast Asians and Pacific Islanders who are traditionally from middle to 
working class families. This would contribute to the overall diversity amongst Asian 
Americans at the institution and provide new student perspective within the campus 
community.
Asian Americans face unique challenges within the campus community. The 
prevalence of the model minority myth can be seen in the policies the university enacts 
towards them. This is the sad example of institutionalized racism and how it is still present 
on campuses around the nation.
Problems for Minority Students: African Americans
Journal entry: 6/10 World Cup
I just finished watching the World Cup match between Sweden and Trinidad and Tobago. 
Trinidad and Tobago was a huge underdog against the powerful Swedish team. Another 
odd thing that struck me was the contrast between teams. Sweden's team was all white and 
Trinidad and Tobago's team was all black except for the coach and one player. As T&T 
began to shock the world, I started to root for them. Part of me wonders, however, that was 
I rooting for T&T because they looked like me or because I truly wanted them to win? I 
began to get angry when they repeatedly credited the coach who was white and not 
crediting the players. Why did I feel this way? I think this may be an inner analysis of the 
racial dynamic within myself. Am I overreacting to simple matters, or is this really a racial 
action?
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When I had this reflection, I found myself looking directly at a race conflict within 
my own mind. The falsehood of the Black/White dichotomy is evident; however, one 
cannot ignore the history of oppression between African Americans and Whites. My 
innermost thought about race had been unearthed in a simple soccer match. In a White 
institution of higher education, African Americans must constantly analyze their place in 
an institution where few African Americans are to be found. To understand the current 
place of African Americans in academia, we must examine the quality of life for African 
Americans on campus, and also examine the paradox of affirmative action in the 
university.
Geography plays an important role in understanding African Americans dilemmas 
on campus. Many African Americans are coming from urban environments. In a university 
such as Illinois, a rural setting can be unnerving for some students (Elam, p. 24, Reddy, p. 
127). Tamika described how coming from an urban environment to the University of 
Illinois was a big culture shock for her. She stated that there was a tremendous difference 
in the environment. Nameka Bates, assistant director of the African American Cultural 
Program, reflected this sentiment. She stated, “White students generally come from better 
high schools than inner-city students, and this may also allow them to deal with the change 
easier. It's the difference between white students having to take one step up, versus black 
students having to climb a flight of stairs” (Sewell, 2005). The Champaign County 
structure still highly resembles its historical past. Because of its closeness to the Mason-
Dixon Line, Southern Illinois’ racial attitudes often resemble those of southern states rather 
than the North. In the 1930’s, federal housing programs and other policies led to the 
establishment of large areas of African Americans distinctly segregated from the Whites 
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(Williamson, p.16). This same isolationist viewpoint of the town directly affects those in 
the University. The geography of the area promotes separation. This separation is the direct 
influence of Chicago area politics on the university. Dr. Cacho, a professor in Latino/Latina 
studies and an expert in race relations theory commented about the traditional separation of 
groups by housing in Chicago being a direct mirror for the University of Illinois and its 
separative practices. Because of the separate neighborhoods in Chicago, racial and ethnic 
groups usually lead lives grouped together with members of their own economic, social, 
racial, ethnic, and religious background. She continued that the “White advantage” in 
Chicago area politics can be seen in such phenomenon as “White flight,” a theory which 
elaborates about Whites having the ability to move out of an area becoming increasingly 
filled with a minority group. This “White flight” theory mirrors the “White privilege” 
mentality on this campus.  Tamika spoke of a feeling of being alone on campus because of 
her origins from the West Side of Chicago. The geography of Chicago and the Champaign 
county area promotes this mentality in African Americans.
The geography of the area directly contributes to the small numbers of African 
Americans on campus. The history of African Americans in higher education is a 
complicated one. Against the backdrop of the Civil Rights movement and the call for 
affirmative action by President Johnson, African Americans became the largest influx of 
any minority group into college institutions in the 1960’s (Williamson, 2003). By the 
1980’s, the growth rate for all minorities stagnated. There are fewer African Americans at 
high level public or private institutions. Instead African American numbers are 
concentrated in traditional HBCU’s and community colleges (Altbach, p. 9).At the 
University of Illinois, the numbers reveal a low percentage of African American students. 
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The campus has a total population of 40, 670 students at the undergraduate, graduate, and 
professional level. Of this total, only 2,408 are African American. That means that of the 
campus total, only 6% of the student population is African American (Division of 
Management Information, 2006). With the lack of African Americans on campus, why do 
students still choose to come to the institution? The most common reason cited to attend a 
mostly White university is the academic reputation of the White institution (Elam, p. 10). 
BJ reaffirmed this notion. When asked why he chose the university of Illinois, he stated, 
“…The prestige against my other choices, and the opportunities.” African Americans at 
these institutions give high priority to personal achievement (Elam, p. 11). While some 
would put this perspective in a negative light, I would argue that it is this mentality that 
keeps young African Americans motivated to achieve in an institution such as the 
University of Illinois. Nameka Bates concurs, stating in her interview, “Our goals…we 
wanted to be rich just like students now want to be rich. Everybody wants money, and it’s 
no different now.” This quote shows that the goals of African Americans are the exact 
same as the goals of other groups. Everyone comes to the University of Illinois with 
distinct values and goals set for themselves. African Americans want to achieve just as 
much as majority students want to achieve.
Isolationism is a common occurrence because of the factors listed above. African 
Americans may tend to withdraw if the environment is counterintuitive to their comfort 
level (Elam, p. 15). If a college is located in an isolated community, it may reinforce 
traditional barriers between those different minority groups (Elam, p. 24). I would argue 
that the African Americans felt more isolated and out of place because of the focal shift put 
upon them. African Americans can suffer greatly because of their ethnic visibility (Elam, p. 
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15). Dr. Carole Hardeman, director of Southwest Center for Human Relations at the 
University of Oklahoma comments, “Psychologically, ethnicity becomes inextricably 
bound up with one’s self concept, with one’s feelings of academic inadequacy, and, hence, 
with one’s depressed level of aspiration and inadequate motivation” (qtd. in Elam, p. 16). 
Although this was stated year’s ago, its message rings true today. African Americans’ 
isolation from the campus community leads to lack of motivation on campus, and this 
causes some to leave. This viewpoint is reflected in a statement by Nameka Bates. She 
reflected as an administrator about certain students leaving the University of Illinois 
because of this isolationist mindset, stating, ‘We don’t want students to come here and not 
have a sense of community.” This sentiment follows the logic of the social support model, 
which states that because the population of minorities is small, they need social support to 
succeed in higher education (Buttny, p. 247).  This sense of community, largely 
discouraged in the classroom because of the individualistic approaches to teaching, must be 
found outside of the classroom from a different source. This source that encourages this 
sense of community amongst administrators and peers is the cultural center.
Cultural Centers
Historical Background
The history of all of the cultural centers on campus began long ago during the civil 
rights era. As the result of the Higher Education Act of 1965, the University of Illinois 
planned a program to provide minority students, mostly African American, an opportunity 
to attend the institution (Project 500 website). Various efforts by students and 
administrators allowed for 565 African American and Latino students to gain admission at 
the university under the Special Educational Opportunities Program (SEOP) or what 
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affectionately become known as Project 500. The SEOP incoming freshman and 
orientation leaders of the Black Student Association had a special orientation week before 
school started for the new students. When the new students arrived for the orientation 
week, a state of chaos and confusion overwhelmed university administrators. There was a 
lack of preparedness for the incoming amount of students, and on the last day of 
orientation, many students were confused that they had to leave the rooms in ISR and go to 
live somewhere else on campus. More infuriating was the fact that the new rooms most 
were shipped to were less than accommodating. Many saw the incoming White students 
moving into ISR while the new minority freshmen were put in more confining, less 
comfortable living arrangements. Coupled with the ongoing financial aid issues, many 
students became angry. A group of female SEOP students gathered together and refused to 
move their belongings from ISR. On September 9, 1968, university administrators 
threatened disciplinary action for the women who remained in ISR. A number of African 
American students began to assemble outside of ISR, and at 9:00 pm, about 150 students 
marched from the building to the Illini Union which is located on the Main Quad. BSA 
members helped organize the march, thus ending the brief and unstable marriage between 
them and the university. The students preformed a sit-in in the union lounge while many 
other students began to gather to join the initial 150, and at 3:00 am the Chancellor 
gathered 90 local Champaign and Urbana police forces to arrest people on the account of 
“inciting mob action” (Williamson p. 81-86). Almost 250 students were arrested that night. 
This event launched a large rift between the minority population and the university. BSA 
members infuriated at the university’s response drew up a list of demands they wanted 
accomplished. One of these demands was for the opening of an African American Cultural 
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Center, and in the fall semester of 1969, this demand was met by administrators as a 
compromise from some of the more “radical” demands BSA members proposed 
(Williamson, p. 146-148). Thus was the beginning of the campus cultural centers on 
campus. The African American Cultural Program (AACP) is the oldest center, and it’s 
founding helped give African Americans a stronger voice in the campus atmosphere. 
However, other minority groups such as Latinos and Asian Americans were denied a 
cultural center, even though there were vocal leaders during Project 500.
The history of the Asian American Cultural Center (AACC) is a very different 
story. The time period on which this battle was fought was this past decade. There were 
many different circumstances in the fight for the AACC. In 1994, a massive effort led by 
the Asian Pacific American Coalition presented a 42 page long list of demands to the 
General University Policy Committee. The main demand was for the opening of a cultural 
center for Asian Americans on campus. Repeated denials plagued the proposal. Students 
battled apathy from administrators who believed that because Asian Americans were not 
underrepresented on campus, they saw no need for a cultural center. Also, many considered 
Asian Americans to not be minorities because they lack the underrepresented status. One of 
the first ways APAC argued for the cultural center was by quoting the Illinois Board of 
Education Act No. 205 Section 9.16 which states that Asian Americans are a minority in all 
Illinois institutions of higher education. The next way was to show that the university 
follows erroneous practices in the grouping of Asian Americans. Asian Americans are 
composed of roughly 25 to 30 different categories. Southeast Asians are less than 
adequately represented on campus. There were no specific services or resources which 
target middle and lower class Asian Americans that do not fit into the “model minority” 
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structure that the institution labeled all Asian Americans. It took up until 2003 to finally get 
the plans finalized for a cultural center, but budget concerns stalled it from opening until 
this past year (Krolicki, 2004). The fundamental difference in the histories is the explicit 
racism during the civil rights movement and the implicit racism that is dealt with today. It 
is direct administrative blocking versus administrative apathy towards a group. The time 
periods may have changed, but the battleground is still littered with the atrocities of the 
past.
Cultural Centers: Goals
The goals of the cultural centers are reflected in their mission statements. I will 
display the mission statements of each center, and then give more information in 
comparing and contrasting the missions.
AACP Mission Statement: See Appendix II
The African American Cultural Program is committed to many things, but the goals 
that are repeatedly stressed are cultural community and education. Nameka Bates, assistant 
director of the AACP, comments, “The similar mission is to address the cultural needs of 
our students. That’s the most important thing…all of our mission is to make sure that our 
student are able to express themselves through their culture as they can and to make sure 
that the campus is addressing the needs of our students.” She continued to stress other 
things, such as stating, “We’re about educating, we’re about providing resources, we’re 
about making sure that our students know about their options out of college, connecting 
them with entities that can help them reach their goals. Sharing our experiences…If we can 
share our experiences to help guide them and how we should do that, that’s what we try to 
do.” By comparing Nameka Bates’ testimony about the AACP and the mission statements, 
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one can clearly see the trends of encouragement of cultural community and education. The 
cultural community aspect is taken to mean connecting students with alumni, 
encouragement of new generations of Illinois students, and the retention of current students 
at the university. Nameka Bates’ version of the AACP mission leaves out the point of 
“encouragement non-African Americans to understand and appreciate the importance of 
diversity.” Kamala makes a point elaborated upon later that balancing self-empowerment 
and exclusionary practices is a fine line to achieve. While the mission statement states that 
it is the job of the African American Cultural Program to educated non-African Americans, 
Ms. Bates’ testimony outlines a different outlook. One could really ask whether it is the job 
of the cultural center to educate others, or whether it should be a haven for people of a 
specific culture in a majority White institution.
AACC Mission Statement: See Appendix III
Journal entry: 6/12 David Chih Interview
I spoke with Dr. Chih this afternoon. Coming up to the building was interesting. It is a lot 
bigger than I initially thought. Upstairs has a business feel to it while downstairs seems 
more student oriented. As for the Doctor, he was a wonderful, intelligent man. He told me 
many insightful things about the experience of Asian Americans on campus. The most 
important thing that struck me was his emphasis on lack of resources. Overall though he 
seemed pleased with the first year of the AACC.
Along the same lines as the African American Cultural Program, the Asian 
American Cultural Center is committed to supporting its students. Dr. David Chih states 
that the Black/White dichotomy is very prevalent in university politics. This is why the 
AACC is designed to not only promote culture, but also as a catalyst to address university 
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inequities.  Another goal is the cultural enrichment of Asian Americans as well as those 
who are not Asian American. Because of the diversity of the Asian American community, 
the AACC promotes a pan-Asian identity in which all can feel welcome. A large contrast 
between the cultural houses was admissions. Dr. Chih stated several times in his interview 
that he believes the university practices erroneous processes in the admitting of Asian 
Americans, but the AACC is not focused on recruitment. This again brings into question 
whether it is the cultural houses responsibility to be a proactive organization or an 
institution which provides a haven for its students. While it may not be the job of the 
cultural house to actively recruit students as the AACP suggests, the main voice for Asian 
Americans on campus is largely becoming the Asian American Cultural Center, and the 
AACC may have to address the issue itself because the university will not change its 
practices.
Cultural Centers: Effectiveness
My assessment of the effectiveness of the cultural centers is entirely based on the 
opinions of the student interviewees. There are many limitations to this method of analysis. 
As stated earlier, the number of students interviewed was only four, and the opinion of one 
person from a group does not necessarily translate into the opinion of an entire culture. 
With that said, I do believe there were specific commonalities in the themes discussed by 
the students. I used two criteria to determine effectiveness. The first was determining how 
many times each student had been to the cultural centers on campus. The second criteria 
was listening to their personal opinions about the cultural centers and recording themes that 
seemed repeatedly stressed by all students. This table shows a brief summary of the results: 
See Appendix IV.
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The first criterion was determining the participation of the students and the exact 
programs students were participating in. As seen above, BJ was the only person to 
participate in the cultural centers on a regular basis. He stated, “Definitely [cultural houses] 
are beneficial. I definitely needed the tutoring that went on there. The Latin American 
house (La Casa), I used to get tutored over there.” He also went on to state that he had been 
to several poetry readings at the African American Cultural Program and La Casa Cultural 
Latina. While BJ was very active within the different cultural centers, the other students 
participated very little. Tamika, in contrast to BJ, had been to very few programs at any 
cultural center. She commented, “I’ve been into the Latino [cultural house] once. I guess I 
kind of feel kind of awkward. I guess because it’s like their own cultural house. I know it’s 
not just limited to them, but I feel as though if I were to walk in they may be looking [at me 
thinking] ‘why is she here.’ I mean, there can be a stereotype, but I don’t know, I never 
went, but I can tell you one of the reasons why I [have not gone in], what would I really 
have in common with them? [I feel] out of place.” She later reflected that she had been to 
some programs of the AACP like the Women of Color conference, but that these 
occurrences were few and far between. I believe that Tamika’s statement is an accurate 
gauge of the student population at the University of Illinois. Many students feel that a 
cultural center filled with people who do not look like them is an intimidating situation that 
many do not want to undertake, and as for students going to their own respective cultural 
house, many are intimidated by some of the cliques that can be formed within the houses. 
Kamala stressed this in her interview. She stated how she had been to several different 
programs at different cultural centers on campus, but was intimidated by the group of 
Asian Indians she came into contact with at the Asian American Cultural Center. Like with 
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any social group, certain cliques are formed. When a new person enters into that new 
group, they may feel out of place because of the bonds between other members. This was 
common theme expressed by those who did not participate in the cultural houses. They all 
felt out of place.
To understand their opinions on the cultural houses, I asked questions that would 
allow for them to relay their own personal feelings on the centers. Cindy spoke volumes 
about her beliefs that the cultural houses promoted self-segregation. She stressed how 
people “don’t live in bubbles of culture or race” and that the cultural houses promote this 
separating of groups. Cindy repeatedly used the term “bubble” to describe people being 
content in their own comfort zones without attempting to diversify their intellect. She 
relayed that he felt cultural houses promoted this comfort zone where people became 
satisfied within their own cultural niche. Compared to the “bubble” mentality relayed by 
Cindy, Kamala stated that cultural centers needed to perform a balancing act between 
acting as havens for their students while keeping caution against self-segregation. She 
stated that too often spending to much time focusing within the group dynamic can exclude 
others. For Kamala, there is a large importance in not dwelling too much on a racial 
background. She stated jokingly, “Life is not a personal ad.”  She means that by focusing 
too much on racial issues can prevent real progress from being achieved in educating others 
about diversity. Cindy switched her argument and described the cultural houses as 
resources for minorities, but complained that there are no resources for Whites. I believe 
that this complaint reflects an attitude held by many White students on campus. Again, the 
position of White privilege allows for Whites to put themselves in a position of 
victimization. This mentality believes that cultural houses are not really beneficial for the 
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White student population, because of the animosity towards the cultural houses as 
institutions themselves. BJ reflects this sentiment. He states, “I think most Caucasians on 
campus…they feel like they’d be out of place at a place like La Casa or maybe the African 
American house. The purpose of a cultural house is to promote diversity and to make it so 
Caucasians can see different viewpoints and so other minorities can see different 
viewpoints.” When answering whether it is achieving this purpose, he reflected, “In a way 
it is, because I’ve been to La Casa and other cultural houses and they give different 
viewpoints, but as far as informing Caucasian students I think since like I said before they 
might feel out of place, they don’t really get a different viewpoint.” BJ’s analysis is an 
excellent one. Although everyone has the opportunity to take part in the programs the 
cultural houses offer, the White students largely stay away from these communities. The 
problem of education of the majority is again reemphasized. We must find a way to educate 
without alienating those that the diversity is trying to enlighten. Kamala’s narrative is a 
very real scenario. The cultural facilities must walk that fine line between embracing their 
students within a community and at the same time educate the White majority on why this 
community is important for both the group and the campus community as a whole.
Conclusions
Student identity plays a significant role in determining the influence of the cultural 
centers on campus. As institutions that promote community, they help to foster the growth 
and maturity of the college adolescent into the adult that will change the world. In our 
society today, no project can be completed without a diverse set of principles and ideas. As 
beneficial as diversity is to the development of community, we still see some problems 
within the campus as a whole, and this directly effects the cultural centers. 
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The first of these is separateness amongst minorities. As seen in Tamika’s narrative, 
too often as minorities we do not see the common thread between us. Because of the 
historical tensions between African Americans and Asian Americans, the understanding 
between each ethnic culture is filled with stereotyping. There must be more collaborative 
effort in the next few years between these two institutions. An exciting development was 
that all four students had been to La Casa Cultural Latina and none of them are Latino/a. 
This shows tremendous progress in the groups going to cultural centers. The reasons why 
seem to found in the types of programming offered by La Casa. The programs of the 
AACC and the AACP seem to be geared more towards their respective populations. One 
suggestion by an interviewee was to hold a large social gathering on a day during the first 
week of school that held different music and food and programs. This effort could be 
inclusive for all people while also exposing many of the incoming freshmen to different 
cultures. There clearly needs to be more collaborative effort between the houses in order 
for progress to be made with the majority. 
The second problem is educating Whites. Effectiveness of educating the majority 
was found lacking by my interviewees. However, I believe that this can be changed if the 
methods of education are changed. There are challenges to teaching. In a society where 
Whites are the privileged majority, will they want to sacrifice that position of power? 
Encouragement of diversity brings down the traditional White structure, and this may cause 
some to not so readily listen to arguments concerning diversity. Although education of the 
majority is in both mission statements, both administrators seemed to shy away from this 
question. Dr. David Chih reflected that if someone wants to shut their eyes, then there is no 
way to force them to open them. It is encouraging to hear that the cultural centers are not 
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giving up on educating the majority population. Several interviewees suggested a 
mandatory diversity class for all entering freshman. Other suggestions could be in more 
universal programming and perhaps a large conference on diversity and its importance in 
the campus atmosphere run by a collaborative effort amongst cultural centers. However, 
Nameka Bates picture of the cultural center is a largely different one than the mission 
statements of both centers. The question still remains whose responsibility is it to combat 
“White ignorance”? Since the inception of the first cultural center in 1969, the purpose has 
been largely to provide a haven for students and provide a cultural community within the 
campus. One could argue that White America must go through the evolution on its own. 
The differences in the majority and minority may be to large to combat with several social 
events or programs. However, I would argue that many times, the perception of difference 
contributes to the widening of that distance (Buttny, 1999). The more that we imagine 
something cannot be done, the harder it becomes to change. I believe that cultural centers 
should be at the forefront of this movement, educating the majority on the importance of 
diversity on our campus and in society as a whole. To build off of Kamala’s statements, its 
seems that too often as minorities we can get swept up into believing there will be no 
change because we are exposed to ignorance on a daily basis. However, the hope for the 
future comes from education, and if one opinion can be changed, the dominos will start to 
fall to assure a better campus for future students.
Overall, I would assess the cultural centers as a tremendous success. The level of 
programming, the educational resources, and the multicultural activities all contribute to a 
stable system which addresses its mission. The university setting has traditionally been 
known as the source for numerous dialogue concerning issues. The University of Illinois 
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needs to encourage the growth of the cultural centers by providing more resources to these 
campus institutions. It builds new buildings for the sciences and engineering, but it also 
needs to focus more attention on diversity and the importance of cultivating student 
dialogue. The African American Cultural Program and the Asian American Cultural Center 
have done tremendous jobs on our campus for promoting the expression of student identity. 
They are models for excellence in an academic culture that promotes questionable values. 
These centers will be at the forefront for change in the university environment, and only 
through institutions such as cultural centers can student potential be cultivated to grow into 
a true representation of the academic spirit.
Appendix I
(Only in paper copy)
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Appendix II
AACP Mission Statement
To serve as a vehicle for self-expression and leadership enhancement to students of African 
descent through the vehicles of workshops, seminars, and performing groups
To promote campus-wide understanding of the unique contributions of African-Americans 
to the life and culture of the campus, the nation and indeed the world
Goals for the African American Cultural Program
• To encourage within African American students a growing sense of pride and 
dignity based on their rightful cultural heritage, and to assist them in acquiring a 
growing cultural awareness.
• To create within the University a body of valuable information about and talent 
related to the African American experience, so that the University and the C-U 
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community may be afforded an objective and accurate interpretation of  that 
experience through the performing arts, classes, seminars, and other appropriate 
media.
• To assist the University community in understanding the relevance, efficacy and the 
strength of the African American experience in terms which will encourage non-
African Americans to understand and appreciate the importance of diversity.
• To assume a pro-active position in issues affecting African American students 
enrolled in or considering admission to the University.
• To develop cultural and educational programs which will assist and support African 
American, and other students enrolled at the University.
• To provide opportunities for all students to engage in the vital cultural and social 
experience of meeting, interacting with, and learning from students of diverse 
backgrounds.
• To support programs that sustains African American culture.
• To provide assistance to African American, and other, student organizations on this 
campus (AACP website).
Appendix III
AACC Mission Statement
The Asian American Cultural Center is dedicated to fostering appreciation and 
understanding of Asian American experiences. It is a unit within the Office of the Dean 
of Students of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and supports the 
missions of Student Affairs as well as the University. In support of those missions, the 
Center:
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• Promotes pan-Asian American identity and unity through educational, social, 
and cultural programs provided to students and members of the University and 
Champaign-Urbana communities
• Provides resources for Asian American students to explore their rich and 
diverse heritages and to empower them to be active and responsible participants 
and leaders within our increasingly pluralistic, diverse, and complex global 
society by assisting in their personal, intellectual, political, social, and academic 
development
• Increases awareness of the experiences of Asians in the United States and Asian 
American issues at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, with an 
attempt to incorporate these experiences and values into the cultural mosaic of 
this institution by improving intergroup relationships and providing 
opportunities for cross-cultural communication and collaboration
• Builds and contributes to a diverse and welcoming community within the 
university and creates opportunities for outreach to the surrounding community, 
especially Asian American alumni, faculty and staff, and individuals within the 
community who have an interest in issues relevant to Asian American 
experiences
• Serves as a liaison for the university to communicate and dialogue about issues 
and assist with the implementation of initiatives and programs relevant to Asian 
Americans (AACC website)
Appendix IV
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Students Primary Focus Participation Effectiveness
BJ Student problems Many times Only to minorities
Tamika Socioeconomic 
division
Little to none Some minorities
Kamala Diversity amongst 
peers
Six to Seven Self-segregation vs. 
Safe haven
Cindy Awareness of racial 
tension
Twice Self-segregation
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